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ABSTRACT

In this essay, I explore my experiences as a practitioner researcher
collaborating with my students on a participatory action research project
aimed at institutional change. I take up two areas: blurring the boundaries of
professionalism in working toward authentic collaborations with students,
and secondly, incorporating perspectives of ‘healing justice’ into schoolbased youth participatory action research (YPAR). I first provide a framework
by delineating the emancipatory aims of YPAR and how these may be at
odds with much of the research teachers/practitioners currently conduct
in their school sites. While ultimately acknowledging the risks in taking up
emancipatory change efforts as insiders, I make the case that there are also
clear benefits to the process.
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While there is a dynamic youth participatory action research (YPAR) movement taking place, fostered
by community and youth organizing (Warren, 2014), it has yet to infiltrate school settings to any great
degree (Ozer & Wright, 2012). Ironically many of these community-based YPAR efforts focus on educational reforms (Warren, 2014). Youth, with adult allies, have collectively organized around issues of
school ‘pushouts’ and zero tolerance (Youth United for Change, 2011) and the proliferation of charter
schools in urban school districts (Mirra, Garcia, & Morrell, 2016) to cite just two examples. The Funder
Collaborative for Youth Organizing estimates that while youth organizing groups take up multiple issues,
two-thirds of them address public education and educational justice issues in some manner (Shah, 2011;
Warren, 2014). These efforts demonstrate a passionate interest on the part of youth to influence their
educational experiences and contexts. Yet these same youth sit as students in our classrooms, move
through our school hallways, young activists who are invisible in the eyes of the educational community.
A growing body of evidence documents the multiple benefits of youth being involved in YPAR
(Warren, Mira, & Nikundiwe, 2008), so to try to further incorporate this type of inquiry into educational
settings is worth further exploration. YPAR has been shown to cultivate a variety of academic, social
and civic skills in youth (Rubin & Jones, 2007). Others have noted youth’s increased confidence in their
research skills and in presenting community issues of concern to those in power (Shah, 2011). Some
report higher than expected numbers of youth from low-resourced areas being college bound after
participating in YPAR (Mirra et al., 2016).
YPAR may offer a particularly important opportunity for those most marginalized in schools who
experience social justice concerns first hand (Bland & Atweh, 2007; Fine & Torre, 2004). Fine and Torre
(2004) argue that youth of poverty and/or color have paid the greatest price as neoliberalism has infused
our schools and processes of YPAR provide a vehicle for a reframing of the local and large questions of
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social justice. Part of the work of schools in a democratic society is this teaching of students to ask questions that challenge and trouble everyday practices that may place them at disadvantage (Westheimer,
2015) and YPAR has been shown to be effective in cultivating this kind of questioning stance.
It is important to understand how YPAR may influence school contexts as well as how these same
contexts may influence and challenge processes of YPAR (Ozer, Newlan, Douglas, & Hubbard, 2013;
Ozer & Wright, 2012; Zaal & Terry, 2013). While many teachers are active researchers in their schools,
students are not typically seen as potential collaborators (Fielding, 2001). We need accounts of the lived
experiences of practitioners who have attempted YPAR collaborations with their students to further
explore the possibilities and tensions of bringing these practices into school settings. With this in mind
I return to work I did earlier in my career as a middle school teacher and counselor. During that time I
collaborated with a group of students of color toward institutional change; we became co-researchers in
processes of participatory action research (PAR) in our school site. Cammarota and Fine (2008) observe
that when youth are involved in this kind of collaborative inquiry it teaches them ‘that conditions of
injustice are produced, not natural, are designed to privilege and oppress but are ultimately challengeable and thus changeable’ (p. 3). While convinced of the power and benefits of adult/student research
collaborations in our own schools, at the same time it is a complex, sometimes fraught, undertaking.
While earlier writing from our research took up issues of methodology as well as the findings from
our ongoing inquiry process (see, for example, Anderson, Herr, & Nihlen, 2007), in this essay I probe
my own learning during the practitioner research process to distill what might be helpful to others
considering this kind of work. I make the case here that there are issues perhaps unique to being insiders –
employees and students – working for change in their own school site that can add an additional layer
of complexity as well as opportunity to the process. In this essay I take up two areas that were key in
my own experience as a teacher and school counselor collaborating with my students over a period of
over two years: blurring the boundaries of professionalism in working toward authentic collaborations
with students and secondly, incorporating perspectives of ‘healing justice’ (Ginwright, 2015) into schoolbased YPAR. I first provide a framework by delineating the emancipatory aims of YPAR and how these
may be at odds with much of the research teachers/practitioners currently conducted in their school
sites. I then consider the culture of schools and prevalent views of youth in the education community
in contrast with those of community and youth organizers. Having set the context for YPAR in schools,
I draw on over two years of collaborative work with my students to unpack themes of professionalism
and healing justice.
This essay is part of the effort to map the terrain of participatory inquiry toward furthering our
understanding of how or if the activism of the YPAR movement can take place inside the schoolhouse
doors. Guishard (2009) suggests that illuminating ‘the micro-politics of the research process is at the
core of what is beautifully unique, transgressive, but at the same time challenging about conducting
participatory work’ (p. 88). Participatory research is paradoxical work given the power arrangements in
our society and how these are inscribed in the institutions in which we work and educate youth (Fine &
Torre, 2004). But Freire (2004), in what he terms a ‘pedagogy of indignation,’ reminds us that rather than
adapting to the world as it is, we must devise practices consistent with transforming it.

Coming to collaborative research with students
Ball and Olmedo (2013), in an article taking up issues of ‘care of the self, resistance and subjectivity,’
describe the teacher ‘… who stands alone in their classroom or their staff common room, and sees something “cracked”, something that to their colleagues is no more than the steady drone of the mundane
and the normal, and finds it intolerable …’ (p. 85). They suggest that it is at this point that teachers begin:
to look for answers to questions about the how(s) of power inside and around him or her, the how(s) of his or her
beliefs and practices. In these moments, the power relations in which the teacher is imbricated comes to the
fore. It is then that he or she can begin to take an active role in their own self definition as a ‘teaching subject’, to
think in terms of what they do not want to be and do not want to become, or in another words, begin to care for
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themselves. Such care also rests upon and is realized through practice, practices of critique, vigilance, reflexivity,
and of writing. (p. 86)

I started my research when I was at a point of growing discomfort with my role as a school counselor
and teacher in an elite private school. I had become increasingly concerned that the small number of
students of color in the school was disproportionately in disciplinary and academic trouble. Many had
been recruited to come to the school in an effort to diversify the student population. Crossing racial and,
in many cases, social class lines had not been easy for them. They were routinely sent to my counseling
office for behavioral infractions or for their baffling academic under-achievement despite high scores on
initial academic testing conducted before they were admitted to the school. I had become convinced
that my one-on-one work with students, and my advocacy on their behalf, fell short of addressing what
I increasingly saw as institutional issues that perpetuated inequities in the school, ones to which the
students frequently responded in ways that were self-defeating. As a white female immersed in diversity
efforts in my school, I was starting to conclude that I was not the right person for the job.
In beginning this work, I thought of myself as a practitioner researcher. Under this broad umbrella,
the work described here falls within the realms of PAR that is fundamentally intertwined with social
justice aims (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). What the many variations of practitioner research hold in
common is that practitioners are simultaneously cast as researchers in their professional sites with an
eye toward change. When the work includes emancipatory aims, the change efforts involve pushing
beyond individualistic explanations of issues such as school alienation or failure and reframing meaning
making in ways where we further expose and work to change the conditions in which these occur.
In the school in which I worked, faculty and students were all on one-year contracts, with invitations
to return – or not – issued each spring. As the time came to issue invitations to return, I knew that a
number of the students I had worked with most closely, all students of color, were in jeopardy of being
‘dis-enrolled.’ Because of their grades and/or discipline records, they were seen as not taking advantage
of an incredible educational opportunity. Since the school was highly competitive, the rationale at work
was that there were other students lined up to take their places. But, returning to Ball and Olmedo’s
(2013) point, I began to think about what I did and did not want to be or become. I felt like I was cooperating with – or at least not disrupting – the prevalent narrative of ‘individual failure’ surrounding the
students not doing well. My one-on-one work with students felt, in part, complicit in sustaining this
narrative. From what I was hearing in my classroom and counseling office, I believed there was much
more to the students’ struggles and that my own efforts were not sufficient.
I readily confess that it was not in my original plan to include students as co-researchers and change
agents. I had initially assumed I could speak for the students by interviewing them about their experiences in the school and bringing these narratives to the attention of others in the school. As I take
up later in the paper, practitioner researchers have not often collaborated with students and I was no
exception initially. It simply did not occur to me that there would be a way to work with students in
these efforts other than as informants. I teamed up with a colleague, a black male teacher, and we began
to interview students of color about their experiences in the school, both those in danger of dismissal
and those who were successful. I was particularly curious about those students experiencing success,
to see what we could learn from them as they made their way in the school. Work by Harris and Marsh
(2010) indicates that students with a solid sense of their racial identity demonstrate higher educational
achievement and aspiration than those with a less-defined racial identity. But the emerging story line
we heard from those students of color seen as successful in our school was one of cultural alienation,
a diminishment of their sense of racial and ethnic identities in order to ‘make it’ at the school. This was
furthered by the incredible sense of isolation that many of the students felt as one of a small number
of students of color.
As practitioner researchers often quickly discover, the typical school day does not allow much time
for data gathering. In an expedient but serendipitous move, we convened a small group of boys in the
high school to collectively tell us about their experience as students of color. We conceived of it as a
one-time shot at data gathering but at the end of that first conversation the boys asked when we could
again meet. Little did we know that we were birthing our research group, one where we would grow to
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become co-researchers and activists and continue our work together over a period of more than two
years. The group was always a site for data gathering; we faithfully recorded our ongoing lunchtime
meetings, compiling an archive documenting the path to learning to work and plan together. Gradually
we moved beyond the lunchtime meetings as we instigated actions for change in the institution’s
practices.
In the following sections, I first discuss YPAR and contrast its aims with much of the current practitioner research being taken up. The emancipatory aims of YPAR seem to put it on a collision course
with practitioner research as it primarily is now enacted. Despite its early visionary promise, much of
the practitioner research in schools today more closely resembles instrumental problem solving than
emancipatory work. It is more likely aimed at tweaking than transforming.

Emancipatory aims of YPAR
Traditional paradigms of research have muted the voices of youth (O’Brien & Moules, 2007) whereas
YPAR is an approach to inquiry where youth document and challenge injustices in their own lives
(Cammarota, 2016). Those normally studied become full participants, that is, youth shift from being
‘knowledge holders,’ holding knowledge that academic researchers capitalize on, to the recognition
that youth can also be builders of knowledge when they become part of the research process as
co-researchers (Ayala, 2009; O’Brien & Moules, 2007). Their input helps move knowledge building away
from complete reliance on adult perspectives and potentially broadens understanding by incorporating
the varying standpoints of youth. Inquiry is seen as a process of co-creating knowledge and both youth
and adults are co-learners as well as co-researchers (O’Brien & Moules, 2007).
The YPAR process allows youth to study social problems that affect their lives and determine actions
to address them; it aims explicitly to contest and transform unjust institutions and systems (Cammarota
& Fine, 2008). When youth see their school contexts through a critical lens, they move toward a more
systemic understanding of the day-to-day issues they encounter and begin to challenge those that
reflect systemic oppression. Gaining a clearer understanding of their social contexts, youth are supported in moving away from self-blame toward demanding more equitable treatment in the contexts
they inhabit (Anderson & Herr, 2015).
In her discussion of PAR, Ayala (2009) describes it as trilogy of inquiry, collaboration and mutual
transformation. Social justice goals are reflected both in the results as well as the processes of the
research itself, a form of ‘hierarchy-disrupting counter-hegemonic research’ (Ayala, 2009, p. 67). Hope,
Skoog, and Jagers (2015) suggest that when students begin to participate in YPAR they start by first
exploring their own identity and gradually forming a group identity with their co-researchers. Part of
this is taking racial, gender, sexual identities, etc., represented among group members, into consideration and learning perspective taking from these varying viewpoints. They learn to analyze and evaluate
various forms of evidence and critically interrogate the social conditions of their experiences and then
work collectively toward change.
When YPAR is moved inside the schoolhouse doors, there seem to be several variations in the way it
is approached. One model drawn from published accounts is where an outside researcher, sometimes
a graduate student or university professor works with a group of youth to explore issues of concern to
them in their school sites (Izarry, 2011; Stoudt, 2007). Sometimes it is embedded into a course, offered
over the period of a semester or year, with teachers trained as facilitators of the process by others
outside the school, often university professors (Zaal & Terry, 2013). Educators who once worked in a
setting sometimes return as researchers and/or graduate students to teach a course where YPAR is part
of the project (Nygreen, 2013). As I discuss later, practitioners doing research in their own schools are
not likely to collaborate with their students in the process.
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School-based practitioner research
Looking back, Carr and Kemmis (2005) confess that they failed to anticipate the full-blown international
movement that practitioner action research has become among teachers, teacher educators, and educational researchers. They go on to point out that with its popularity the action research now routinely
embedded in educational institutions has been assimilated and accommodated, disconnected from
emancipatory aims. Early on Carr and Kemmis (1984) warned of ‘arrested action research’ where the
process disintegrates into mere problem solving. With some exceptions that warning has become the
lived reality of much of the current practitioner research being produced in schools. We have arrived at
an ironic moment where new generations of teachers have widely been introduced to teacher action
research, often in their pre-service educations, but in a form frequently detached from its transformative
possibilities. Much of the insider research in schools remains within the realms of the technical, that is,
fairly instrumental research (Carr & Kemmis, 2005; Tripp, 2012).
Despite an acknowledgment that some practitioner research has fallen short of emancipatory aims,
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) argue that there are many practitioners taking up the difficult work of
democratizing the knowledge and power arrangements of schools, with the aim of improving students’
life chances (see for example, Blackburn, Clark, Kenney, & Smith, 2010; Michael, 2014). There may, in fact,
be more emancipatory work going on than we are privy to, since many practitioners do not necessarily
prioritize finding their way into print. Certainly in early iterations of the potential of practitioner action
research, emancipatory aims were seen as part of this critical work (Carr & Kemmis, 1984; Tripp, 1990).
So the promise is there albeit does not appear to match much of the research as currently practiced.
While making the case for the unique opportunities in being an insider researching one’s own site
(Anderson et al., 2007; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009) there is little written about the actual complexities
of trying to pursue it from an emancipatory stance. We instead have any number of ‘how to’ guides, offering steps and practical tips. There is some work tackling the issues of the ethics involved in practitioner
inquiry (Campbell & Groundwater-Smith, 2007; Mockler, 2014). Part of this dearth of work regarding the
complexity of insider research may be due to what Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) have termed the
prevalent ‘recipe’ approach to practitioner research, where clear steps are delineated and the mantra
seems to more one of ‘keep it simple.’
It may be that structures of schools and educational lenses work to dissuade practitioner researchers
from attempting more emancipatory work and collaborations with students. I explore these below.

Schools as contexts for collaborating on participatory research
Warren et al. (2008) note that few have paid attention to youth organizing as a force for school reform,
particularly in low-income communities. They suggest that this may be because the youth organizing
model runs counter to the dominant paradigm in education. Those working in youth and community
organizing focus on leadership development among youth so that through their collective action they
can influence issues of concern to them while also developing critical consciousness and interpersonal
capacity.
In schools, it is uncommon for students to have any input into the structures of their school day or
the rules that hold them in place (Kohfeldt, Chhun, Grace, & Langhout, 2011; Wright, 2015). Youth are
often portrayed as apathetic about their learning or as disruptors in need of control (Duncan-Andrade,
2009). They are not seen as potential collaborators in processes of school change. While there are routinely sanctioned spaces in schools to cultivate youth participations and leadership – student councils
or student government, etc. – these are frequently limited to school management matters and opportunities to participate in more transformative action are rare (Bland & Atweh, 2007).
While Schensul, LoBianco, and Lombardo (2004) observe that public school systems offer great
potential for the implementation of the principles and methods of YPAR, there are also significant
challenges involved. They point out that within the current regime of high-stakes testing, there is a
reluctance to invest time and effort in any curricula not viewed as contributing to student performance
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on standardized testing. Rubin and Jones (2007) make the case that school leaders can reap the reward
of students’ involvement in school-based action research, but research by Cohen (2014) indicates that
school leaders are increasingly immersed in the demands of accountability and competition (e.g. standardized testing, school rankings, standardized and audited curricula, new forms of performance evaluation). Empowerment of youth in their schools may not be on the school-wide agenda.
Recognizing that students are not the only subordinated group within schools, Kohfeldt et al. (2011)
observe that the current education climate is one where teachers feel they are being managed at every
turn and any ‘flaw’ exposed. Within this environment teachers are relegated to implementing knowledge
and solutions offered by outside experts rather than co-creators in problem-solving processes and
knowledge generators in their own right. Input by students is reduced to scores on high-stakes tests:
Student voice is sought primarily through insistent imperative of accountability rather than enduring commitments
to democratic agency. The value of student perceptions in high stakes contexts consist largely in their capacity
to alert schools to shortcomings of their current performance and possible ways of addressing the deficiencies.
(Fielding, 2001, p. 123)

Within the practitioner research movement, there has been an increased trend toward including students’ views in the inquiry and their voices have been represented with greater regularity (Van Sluys,
2010). Although serving as a counter-point to the extreme reductionism of student representation
in data-driven contexts, students remain as objects of study rather than as collaborators, risking the
misinterpretation or misrepresentation of their voices by well-meaning adults (Fielding, 2004).
While recognizing that student perceptions of their learning environments and experiences are
valuable information, Cook-Sather (2012) points out that researchers are still granted authority and
agency in channeling students’ perceptions through adults’ conceptual frames and words.
Inviting students to be not only respondents but also authorities and agents in research on educational practice
challenges deep-seated social and cultural assumptions about the capacity of learners, young in years or in experience with material under study, to discern and analyze effective approaches to teaching and learning. (Cook-Sather,
2012, pp. 352–353)

While it is common to make the case that practitioner research is best undertaken in collaboration
(Anderson et al., 2007; Carr & Kemmis, 1984; Herr & Anderson, 2015), this has only occasionally implied
partnering with students as co-researchers. Brydon-Miller and Maguire (2009) note that despite the
proliferation of teacher action research, the structures and/or processes supportive of students as
research collaborators are not well represented at all in this literature.
Decades ago, Carr and Kemmis (1984) argued that, in action research, all of those involved in the
research process must be equal participants and involved in decision-making and planning. They made
the case that to do this requires a particular kind of communication which recognizes the authentic
knowledge of group members and their distinct points of view. Bland and Atweh (2007) invoke the
notion of a ‘parity of esteem’ (Grundy, 1998, cited in Bland & Atweh, 2007), whereby all participants
in the process, including youth, must be recognized for the expert knowledge they bring to the collaboration. The hierarchical nature of school settings makes it difficult to imagine true collaboration
between educators and their students since there is such a clear divide between the two. The aims of
collaborative practitioner research across power and hierarchy lines seem to be an inherent contradiction to the structures of schooling.
Expectations embedded in professionalism often reinforce delineations between knowledge to
which adults have access and what students have the right to know. Educator roles are entrenched
and held in place ways that reproduce and reinforce patterns of interactions between students and
teachers. Teachers who resist or break with these traditions face possible recriminations or repercussions (Kohfeldt et al., 2011).
As Cook-Sather (2012) observes, the translation of students into co-researchers necessitates an equivalent translation of adult roles. School relationships and structures need to be transformed, requiring
what Fielding (2004) describes as a ‘rupture of the ordinary’ in the arrangements of schooling.
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[I]t requires a transformation of what it means to be a student, what it means to be a teacher. In effect it requires the
intermingling and interdependence of both. It requires an explicitly intended and joyfully felt mutuality, a ‘radical
collegiality’ (Fielding, 1999). (Fielding, 2004, p. 296)

Education begins, Freire (1993) asserts, with the solution of the teacher–student contradiction ‘by reconciling the poles of the contradiction so that both are simultaneously teachers and students’ (p. 72).
While something of the old roles are retained – institutionally students are students and teachers are
teachers, Cook-Sather (2012) suggests that they become new versions of themselves, carrying and
constituting new meanings in the roles.
What does this all mean in actual practice? What does it mean to be professional under these understandings? I spent a lot of time querying myself as to how I translated the aspirational to the actual.
Not surprisingly, this was an uncomfortable tension as I worked in the school and certainly knew the
expectations of being an employee there. On the other hand, to move to a stance of co-learner in our
group, meant I needed to be open to being a teacher and a student. In the following section, I explore
the professional dilemmas I recognized as we pursued the collaborative research process.

Questioning professional boundaries and roles
Cammarota (2016) makes the point that when youth become involved in YPAR, they ‘become the
researcher and the researched’ (p. 239). Practitioner researchers also often acknowledge that during
the research process, they shift in their beliefs and actions as they absorb new knowledge and gain
insight, that they too are sites of change (Anderson et al., 2007). And. while discussions of practitioner
research involving a PAR approach include expectations that day-to-day practices and structures holding
the status quo in place will be called into question, I somehow hadn’t included my own internalized
structures within the category of maintaining the status quo. I did indeed become the researcher and
the researched.
In working to understand the commonplace in new ways, Alvesson (2003) makes the case for ‘emergent spontaneous’ study, whereby the participant/worker turned researcher is alert for the interesting
or revealing. He terms this as an inquiry stance as the worker goes about everyday practices of work.
It is the cultivation of a questioning pose and a pausing to reconsider the ordinary.
What it is really all about is to develop a sensitivity and preparedness to do something with the rich empirical material
that one, at least occasionally, is facing. The idea is that consistent, long-term scanning of what one experiences
produces a more extended set of incidents candidating for analysis. (Alvesson, 2003, p. 182)

Alvesson’s thinking reads as more theory than methodology, so in previous work (Herr, 2015), I proposed examining what I termed ‘contextual disjunctures.’ By this I meant those instances of a shift or
disconnection from typical ways of operating and, when noted, utilizing Alvesson’s suggestion to pose
the question: ‘What does it mean (apart from the obvious)?’ Originally my thinking was that these disjunctures would be ‘out there,’ in the structures and systemic ways of operating, rather than ‘in here,’ in
the ways I carried out my own roles.
But in keeping with the idea of being the researcher and the researched, I note here shifts and disconnections from typical ways of operating as a professional. I had not given a lot of thought to ways
internalized structures of ‘being professional’ might collide with the aims of practitioner research with
youth. My thought was that together we would uncover institutional structures as the foci for change.
But in the process of uncovering those, I also stumbled over myself and landed on ways that I would
need to shift and change if I didn’t want to simply maintain a status quo professional stance without
questioning what these ways of enacting being professional fostered and what they shut down. This
was, frankly, terrifying even to consider since it was difficult to locate much guidance as I worked to
make my way.
Alvesson (2003) suggests ‘micro-anchoring’ the work of what he terms self-ethnography, that is,
focusing on specific acts, events, and actors, that, via interrogation, lead to interpretations that are
more theoretical in nature. In keeping with this suggestion, I offer the following vignette, drawn from
one of the group’s meetings. I clearly remember feeling uneasy at the time, unsure just what to do.
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The group was discussing a particular student that virtually all of the boys had encountered at one time or another.
A number of them had had bad experiences with him and had come to the conclusion that ‘he is racist.’ Fed up with
this, one of the boys recounted a recent experience where he took the most recent incident to a school administrator.
He reported that the administrator said that he had talked to the student, that the student ‘didn’t mean anything
by it,’ that he ‘just wanted attention.’
The boys rejected this interpretation since they had confronted the student in the past and yet he persisted in
remarks that they found offensive. This moved the focus from the boy in question to the administrator, wondering
why he seemingly wouldn’t deal with their lived reality. They eventually concluded that the administrator was just
trying to suppress things, blow it off and hope that it wouldn’t happen again.

On one hand, this exchange exemplified our hopes for the group, and the promise of emancipatory
action research. Writing specifically about YPAR but applicable to our own work, Cammarota and Fine
(2008) write that YPAR allows youth to study social problems that affect their lives and determine actions
to address them. Warren et al. (2008), in discussing youth organizing, suggest that it provides a place
for youth to develop a counter-narrative, of themselves and what they encounter in their day-to-day
lives. They develop a sense of agency and see themselves as capable human beings. Youth and their
allies begin to challenge ‘normal’ practices of systematic disenfranchisement (Cammarota & Fine, 2008).
Seeing the group hold to the truths of their own interpretation in the face of an administrator offering a different read of an incident felt like confirmation of the workings of the research group and its
processes. Over our months together, we had witnessed and been with them as the group processed
institutional hurts and wounding. Now the boys seemed firm and clear in their analysis of the incident
they brought to the group this day.
So what was I registering and why was it disquieting? For students to offer a reasoned critique of
an administrator, and to do it with teachers in the room, felt like a live rendering of Fielding’s (2004)
notion of ‘radical collegiality’ that can occur in the transformation of what it means to be a student,
what it means to be a teacher. This kind of critique was fairly unusual in my experience. Students were
often ‘mad’ at adults in the school, but this was typically stated in an angry outburst of some sort. If
students discussed the school adults, and I assumed they did, it was not typically with us in the room.
This felt more like an announcement of a reasoned conclusion and it was not one with which I
could disagree. But to sit in that space of agreement implied a transformation of what it means to be a
teacher and the professional boundaries within which we function. I had clearly internalized the rules
and roles of being a teacher – that when the hierarchy is in place, the lines are clear. And while owning
the reality that I had helped set up a space where the lines were being blurred, I couldn’t help acknowledging that it somehow ‘felt wrong’ – or at least not right to agree with a student, even implicitly, that
an administrator hadn’t done his job. It was a violation of all those not too implicit rules of adults and
students functioning together in schools, that when push came to shove, my loyalties had to be with
the adults in the institution and sticking to the party line.
But this assumption was troubled by a closing comment as the group came to an end that day. One
of the boys offered the parting thought that the only people in the school with whom he could trust
discussing issues of race and racism with were all in the room. He stated that he would be uncomfortable
discussing his experiences with ‘just any faculty member’ because of the way this administrator handled
things, ‘just kind of like “forget it.”’ Clearly the boy(s) saw the group as a space, that at this time, was
unique in the school. It was being claimed as an authentic space to talk through difficult issues as well as
try out different roles of what it meant to be a student, what it meant to be a teacher. I felt a righteous,
loving expectation that I had to be authentic too. While that felt right to me it also felt uncomfortable. I
remember leaving the group that day, feeling a bit worried about myself, that the most authentic space
I could find in the school was with a group of student co-researchers. It stood in stark contrast to other
collective spaces in which I was involved such as the Faculty Diversity Committee. I thought of sitting
through those meetings, trying to influence the direction of things but I can’t say that the conversations
were authentic or raw or even involved disagreements. In that sense, the research space was much more
‘real’ and I think we were reaping the benefit of that. But could it be ‘my’ group too? What did it really
mean to be collaborators in a hierarchical setting, where we sat in different locations in the hierarchy?
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I return here to the notion of practitioner research as a stance rather than a static set of methods.
Ayala (2009) makes the case that, depending on the project different kinds of participation can be
invited, at different levels. Key here is that, when it involves youth, they have an actual effect on the
research process, claim it as authentically, in part, as their own (Checkoway & Gutierrez, 2006). Wright
(2015) suggests that the adult/youth binary is reworked to ask what adults and youth might have in
common, ‘such as the aspiration to be part of cooperative pursuits which might allow for youth-adult
partnerships that pursue goals worthy of engagement and commitment’ (p. 18).
The group was not ‘my’ group in the same way that it was for the boys – my space to process my
impressions of school dynamics. But I learned I could sit with my discomfort as students exercised
roles outside the boundaries of what it meant to be a student, while challenging my own sense of
boundaries of what it meant to be a professional. I could accept that I was in a transition of some sort.
I reminded myself that the boys had actively worked for months to articulate their realities and hear
each other’s experiences in the school and make meaning of them. Undoubtedly their embrace of new
student roles – of being co-researchers and collaborators – was a result of this work. My own work and
questioning was primarily internal and I was moving more slowly without the benefit of the ongoing
processing. While I do not offer this as a shining example of a reconciliation of what Freire (1993) dubbed
‘the teacher-student contradiction,’ I do resonate with his idea that ‘both are simultaneously teachers
and students’ (p. 72) since I felt very much a student in this task of growing into a new version of myself
(Cook-Sather, 2012) as a teacher.
My struggle was not an unusual one. Ozer et al. (2013) reported that while there were idealized
notions of power sharing and collaboration in the many variations of YPAR in schools, in reality these
roles played out in multiple ways. They observed that, ‘while the concept of adults sharing power
and work with youth is relatively straightforward, enacting it in practice is not’ (p. 14). They go on to
make the case that we need more specificity regarding what these concepts mean in the real world
of participatory research and practice. From my experience, it meant multiple things over time. While
in the example above, I noted an initial dilemma in my own professional identity, what I realized over
time was that this was just one of the first noticings of an ongoing puzzling. My sense is that this work
requires multiple iterations of our professional selves, some more familiar than others. They also require
an authenticity that is not often noted in the change process (Guishard, 2009) and may at times feel
antithetical to notions of being a professional.

YPAR as healing practices toward activism
Cammarota (2016) notes that through the YPAR process and the reflection and action involved in it,
youth can come to see ‘how societal institutions, such as schools, can shift from sites of oppression to
sites of liberation’ (p. 235). This is cultivated by a growing sense of critical consciousness that fosters a
read of their worlds and an identification of injustices along with a growing sense of a capacity to effect
change through activism (Cammarota, 2016).
But the cultivation of critical consciousness about, specifically, the world of school while also needing
to navigate it daily is tricky business. Duncan-Andrade (2009), drawing on Cornel West makes a case
for Socratic sensibility:
West (2001) describes ‘Socratic sensibility as the understanding of both Socrates’ statement that the ‘unexamined
life is not worth living’ and Malcolm X’s extension that the ‘examined life is painful.’ Socratic hope requires both
teachers and students to painfully examine our lives and actions within an unjust society and to share the sensibility
that pain may pave the path to justice. (Duncan-Andrade, 2009, pp. 187–188).

Those of us in the research collective all had to leave fairly intense lunchtime meetings and go about our
day, into class and other duties. The bell signaling the end of our time together rang no matter where
we were in our own process and we’d collectively rush out the door into the school corridors. But over
time, because we were all gradually changing through the close examination of school processes and
practices, we no longer moved through the school in the same way. And because of this, we unwittingly
attracted new pushbacks along with a growing sense of agency.
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Ginwright (2015) calls for new modes of organizing that have a dual focus: a turning inward and
collectively making meaning and healing from the wounds of structural oppression coupled with an
outward focus on social change. He suggests that this dual awareness requires us to ‘address the ways
that social institutions and policies harm more than help, while simultaneously building practices in
communities that promote well-being’ (p. 38). Smith and Freyd (2014) observe that trusted institutions
such as schools have the potential to become sources of justice, support and healing or to worsen the
trauma rendered. They suggest that institutional betrayal occurs when an institution allows or causes
uninterrupted harm on an individual or a group who put their trust in the institution or who relied
upon it. Naming institutional betrayal as a form of violencing honors the reality that students are often
walking through the school corridors as wounded, sometimes angry, spirits. The research collective
was growing into a source for healing, an interruption to institutional betrayal (Smith & Freyd, 2014),
and a first step toward creating a more justice-oriented institution.
Viewing YPAR through the dual lens Ginwright (2015) suggests, moves healing into the cycle of
inquiry and activism, something not often discussed in others’ renderings of the process (Carmen et
al., 2015). While there is a fair amount written about processes of YPAR that are school-based (Ozer &
Wright, 2012; Zaal & Terry, 2013) and of benefit to students, they do not typically include a healing
cycle as part of the research and change processes toward becoming activists. Part of this may be that
YPAR in schools is often connected to a class for a designated period of time with curricular aims that
incorporate the inquiry approach of YPAR.
Our research collective had the luxury and burden of our activist work unfolding over an extended
period of time. Ours was a fairly organic group, growing out of an initial lunchtime data gathering session
and continuing to meet regularly during selected lunchtimes over a period of more than two school
years. We could take our time finding our way into the larger change agenda that gradually emerged.
And while eventually there was a lot of ongoing work involved, it was divorced from mandated assignments and was labor of our own choosing. But this was prefaced by taking time for healing.
Invoking Alvesson’s (2003) notion of close study involved, this time, an ongoing examination of
institutional practices and events that had rendered harm to the students. This was a two-part process.
The first was an ongoing group examination of events or experiences in the school, with the punch line
always being the same: ‘Is this racism?’ We quickly discovered that their general isolation in the school
meant that the boys had rarely had the opportunity to discuss their impressions with others so they
were eager to collectively make meaning of what they had encountered. It was incredibly important to
construct a group narrative and recognize that harms had been perpetuated. The group did this time
and again, letting individual narratives emerge and fold into our growing understanding of institutional
dynamics. It was shifting what they had each thought of as an individual narrative and/or failure, and
connecting the dots to construct a broader institutional rendering, a counter-narrative to what they
had originally believed and internalized.
I was often fairly silent during this process, bearing witness to an experience not my own but acknowledging the pain rendered in the school’s practices. I did not, as a white woman, feel particularly powerful
in the institution. I was often aware of the school’s history as an all-boys’ school since even in its current
instantiation as co-ed, it routinely felt very male dominant. But I was adult, white, and in that sense,
certainly less vulnerable than the youth in the room. So my role was as a sounding board to witness
and register their pain, initially issued with qualifiers like ‘We don’t mean you, Dr. Herr’ to distinguish
between me and others in the institution. But just as the boys would eventually come to claim that ‘it’s
our school too,’ I too had to ask what my role had been and could be moving forward as an employee
of the place we were working to change. I had originally started the research as a resolution to not just
cooperate with routine practices so the work moving forward was how to contribute to the dismantling
and reconstruction of the institution as a source of justice, support and healing (Smith & Freyd, 2014).
The second part of the group’s process involved an examination of what they were proposing to
do about an event or experience, particularly if they determined it was a racist action. This involved,
in part, an unpacking and critical examination of some past episodes where they had responded in
ways that were self-defeating, reaping institutional sanctions in response and thus doubling the harm.
Moving forward, it became important to carefully examine the boys’ proposed strategies for dealing
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with harmful incidents, toward responding in ways that put pressure on the institution to change rather
than landing them in disciplinary trouble. Gradually, via the group processing and intervention, they
were less likely to be caught up in the school’s discipline system. Their energies were being channeled
in new directions and this, ironically, was where we began to attract a different kind of institutional
attention. Thus far, our energies had been directed inward but the healing that was occurring allowed
for a more outward focus, what Ginwright (2015) termed a move toward a healing justice.
I was aware of a turning point when we gathered one day. One of the boys came to group and even
before we had really settled in he said, ‘Hey, I’m Asian!’ The boys laughed and joked, saying things like
‘No kidding?’ ‘You’re Asian.’ But he was not to be deterred:
I don’t know what it is; it just snaps … I started snapping, you know, looked in the mirror and said ‘Hey, I’m Asian!’
Another one of the boys, responding, said, ‘I’m Asian and I’m proud!’ He responded, ‘Exactly!’ Teasingly one of the
boys says ‘Asian power!’ Another boy responds, ‘Well it seems to me the more black I get, the more flack I get’ and
everyone laughs. But still not to be deterred, the ‘Asian boy’ says, ‘Hey, I figure it’s our school too.’

I knew I was witnessing the beginning of the outward turn (Ginwright, 2015). A growing use of our
time was devoted to the idea of ‘it’s our school too.’ The tone of the group meetings began to shift as
well as the strategizing. Early on in the group, the strategies had been more individual. For example,
when they encountered injustices in the school how to respond in ways that kept the focus on the
injustice rather in ways that were counter-productive. As Duncan-Andrade (2009) observed, the goal
was one of channeling their ‘righteous rage,’ not tamping it down to make it go away but rather to use
it productively.
Our first collective action was an attempt at changing the curriculum. This came from the group’s
multi-layered analysis: they wanted to know more about their own histories and accomplishments but
they wanted their peers to know these histories too. A more wide-ranging and inclusive curriculum
could address what they saw as a knowledge gap manifested by other students when they acted out
of what the boys saw as ignorance. When their presentation and proposal to the school’s curriculum
committee did not appear to influence them in any way, we had to absorb this, analyze what had or
hadn’t worked, and figure out next steps. This felt very much in keeping with the cyclical nature of action
research where we would make meaning out of our ‘failures’ and strategize again based on what we
had learned, try a different action. In this case it was the construction of what I came to think of as a
parallel curriculum, offering after-school readings groups and movies for students, all taking up issues
that could not apparently be well-incorporated into the school’s curriculum. An unexpected plus to
going in this direction was the expanding number of students interested in the issues the boys had
identified, broadening the base for possible change.
As the group took a more public stance, we struggled with balancing the inward and outward work.
They still needed space to coalesce as a group, to process daily encounters and draw strength and perspective from each other. At the same time, the work of change was exciting and demanding of ongoing
nurturing and attention. Recognizing what the space to gather had meant to them in their experience of
the school, the boys decided to propose a more formal space within the school structure, an alternative
to the school’s student diversity committee, eventually birthing the ‘Minority Awareness Committee’.
Meanwhile I was starting to get feedback on the group. They had begun to move through the school
together, walking the halls as a group and wanting to sit together in the lunch room despite having
assigned tables (Tatum, 2003). Previously invisible, they were much more of a presence to be reckoned
with and an unsettling force for others in the school. This visibility along with the group’s outward focus
on school structures and practices brought with it a mixed response. There were those who expressed
their support of the group albeit sometimes covertly. Others puzzled why the students couldn’t just
appreciate the opportunity offered them by a privileged education.
The research collective had initiated actions in response to analyses and healing in the face of what
we came to consider forms of institutional violence. As a consequence, we subsequently reaped further
violencing balanced with the rewards of, for example, large numbers of students avidly discussing ‘The
Autobiography of Malcolm X’ in afterschool reading groups or others coming to film forums taking
up issues of race. To be expected, in the face of these actions, we experienced pushbacks from those
who reacted and resisted this kind of infusion into the culture of the school (Holly, 1989). We pieced
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together an ongoing pattern in the change process: when an apparent concession or ‘victory’ for the
group was gained, it was gradually walked back, reformed after the spotlight was off. For example,
the hard fought for Minority Awareness Committee was rechristened the following school year by the
school’s administration as the ‘Students of All Colors’ or SAC, with a faculty member appointed as its
advisor, the school’s attempt to have it be ‘less divisive.’
So one step forward, two back or occasionally, two forward and one back. Overall there were small
changes in the ethos of the school, big changes in the perspectives of those of us who worked on
them. I return to the notion of healing justice (Ginwright, 2015) intertwined with practices of YPAR that
cultivate critical consciousness. I couple these with the awareness that the research collective walked
through the school hallways in a different manner, recognizable to those around them and I wonder
if that isn’t the real change story here.
Fine and Torre (2004) argue that a commitment to participatory methods brings recognition from
the start that some narratives are fostered in an institution and others are silenced; they make the case
that ‘the dominant story told about institutional life is but one story and told from the “top” and that
critical understandings of power and inequity, while usually buried’ are key to reconstructing institutions
in more democratic directions (p. 18). If, as stated earlier in the paper, schools are microcosms of larger
societal beliefs and ills, then practices of democracy, analysis and resistance learned in schools would
seem to be a great training ground for active citizenship.
The development of a counter-narrative is essential if youth who are poorly served in institutions of
schooling and are portrayed as ‘angry’ failures’ are to grow into educated citizens, nurtured in schools
toward offering their gifts of justice to the larger society.

Final considerations
Reflecting on importing PAR into institutional work, in their case, public institutions, Fine and Torre
(2004) muse that they are humbled by the risks. They observe that institutions serve ‘to reproduce
existing class and race relations unless they are intentionally interrupted and realigned’ (p. 30). In the
face of this they indicate that they always try to anticipate in the varied responses to the work, ‘any
potential for punishment of inside researchers for daring to speak truth to power’ (p. 27).
The research collective did indeed speak truth to power and in this process ultimately encountered
frightening pushback. The risks in working toward change became very real when my colleague in the
research collective received a death threat, arriving via fax in his department’s suite, suggesting that he
would be better off at the end of a noose hanging from a tree. Two of the boys received calls, invoking
similar sentiments. Their parents reassured me, saying, ‘We trust you to keep our kids safe.’ I appreciated
their support while not at all sure I could live up to their hopes and expectations. There were public
protests, school-wide gatherings and candle light vigils, all copiously covered in the local newspapers.
In the face of these events, I/we need to pose questions asking whether it would have been better/
safer not to set these events in motion in the face of the threats invoked – ‘Let sleeping dogs lie’ and all
of that. Clearly it would have been ‘safer’ in the face of overt threats of violence, but this dismisses the
reality that violence was already occurring, albeit more covertly via institutional practices that disadvantaged members of our research collective and others who identified with them. So the violent threats
our group encountered were just the more public manifestations of what had been occurring already.
The difference was that these were now visible on a more public stage. While no less frightening, it was
helpful to view them in this larger context.
Still, as participatory action researchers with youth in our work places, it was unsettling, and weighed
heavily, to consider whether our authentic processes were a good idea in the face of the overt risks
involved. Would it have been better to contain the group in some way? How would that have worked
exactly? It was humbling to realize that in the process of cultivating young activists, informed by a critical consciousness developed over time, I could not contain or protect them. Teachers and those who
work in schools are often cast in care-taking roles and we feel as our duty the protection of those in our
charge. In rearranging the student–teacher relationship, to work toward more authentic collaborations
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for change, I both resonated with that sense of trying to protect the research collective by containing/
constraining them in some way while also recognizing that this was not mine to decide.
As we well know the world is a dangerous place for young males of color. To work toward making
schools places of safety and justice seems well warranted in the face of this. So it should not be surprising to discover that violence intrudes into the school setting in multiple ways. Should we not poke the
beast for fear of its force and power? Beverly Tatum (1999 cited in Fine & Torre, 2004, p. 30), in discussing
racism, reflects, ‘You don’t need to do a thing to keep it moving forward. To stop it, to interrupt, requires
intentionality.’ And as Fine and Torre point out ‘PAR is intentional.’ (p. 30).
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